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Proclamation 8338—Religious 
Freedom Day, 2009 
January 13, 2009 

By the President of the United States 
of America 

A Proclamation 
Religious freedom is the foundation of a 

healthy and hopeful society. On Religious 
Freedom Day, we recognize the importance 
of the 1786 passage of the Virginia Statute 
for Religious Freedom. We also celebrate the 
first liberties enshrined in our Constitution’s 
Bill of Rights, which guarantee the free exer-
cise of religion for all Americans and prohibit 
an establishment of religion. 

Our Nation was founded by people seek-
ing haven from religious persecution, and the 
religious liberty they found here remains one 
of this land’s greatest blessings. As Ameri-
cans, we believe that all people have inherent 
dignity and worth. Though we may profess 
different creeds and worship in different 
manners and places, we respect each other’s 
humanity and expression of faith. People 
with diverse views can practice their faiths 
here while living together in peace and har-
mony, carrying on our Nation’s noble tradi-
tion of religious freedom. 

The United States also stands with reli-
gious dissidents and believers from around 
the globe who practice their faith peacefully. 
Freedom is not a grant of government or a 
right for Americans alone; it is the birthright 
of every man, woman, and child throughout 
the world. No human freedom is more fun-
damental than the right to worship in accord-
ance with one’s conscience. 

Religious Freedom Day is an opportunity 
to celebrate our legacy of religious liberty, 
foster a culture of tolerance and peace, and 
renew commitments to ensure that every 
person on Earth can enjoy these basic human 
rights. 

Now, Therefore, I, George W. Bush, 
President of the United States of America, 
by virtue of the authority vested in me by 
the Constitution and laws of the United 
States, do hereby proclaim January 16, 2009, 
as Religious Freedom Day. I call on all 
Americans to reflect on the great blessing of 
religious liberty, endeavor to preserve this 

freedom for future generations, and com-
memorate this day with appropriate events 
and activities. 

In Witness Whereof, I have hereunto set 
my hand this thirteenth day of January, in 
the year of our Lord two thousand nine, and 
of the Independence of the United States of 
America the two hundred and thirty-third. 

George W. Bush 

[Filed with the Office of the Federal Register, 
11:15 a.m., January 14, 2009] 

NOTE: This proclamation was published in the 
Federal Register on January 15. 

Remarks on Presenting the 
Presidential Medal of Freedom at 
the Department of State 
January 15, 2009 

Thank you all. I got 5 days left; be seated. 
[Laughter] 

Madam Secretary, thank you very much 
for your kind introduction, and thank you for 
these beautiful reminders of how fantastic it’s 
been to work with you. 

By the way, these are going to be at South-
ern Methodist University—[laughter]— 
proudly displayed at the Presidential Center 
I will build to remind our country of the 
timeless values of freedom and liberty. And 
I am honored to take them back to Texas. 
I’m honored to take my wife back to Texas 
too. [Laughter] 

The award you gave Laura, Condi, is well 
deserved in my unobjective opinion. She has 
been awesome First Lady. And I’m proud 
to have been here in Washington. And you’ve 
been an awesome friend and a great Sec-
retary of State. 

You know, people—I tell people all the 
time, they ask me about Condi, and I say, 
‘‘She’s like my sister.’’ We’ve been through 
a lot together. [Laughter] And one of the 
things about her is that she has never lost 
her great optimism. She’s plenty tough when 
she needed to be tough; she’s plenty charm-
ing when she needs to be charming. But dur-
ing the darkest of days, she always had a 
sense of optimism and constantly reminded 
me of what is possible and what will happen 
if we don’t lose confidence in fundamental 
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truths. History will say that Condi Rice was 
one of the great Secretaries of State our 
country has ever had. 

And I thank my friend John Negroponte. 
I call him ‘‘Ponte’’—you better call him— 
[laughter]—Mr. Secretary. He has done a lot 
of hard work on behalf of the country, and 
he has really done it well—a variety of jobs 
that have required skill and dedication and 
courage, and each job he’s handled with a 
lot of class, he really has. 

I want to thank the Ambassadors who have 
joined us. Thanks for coming. Appreciate 
your service to your countries. And I want 
to thank all those who work here, veterans 
and rookies alike. [Laughter] This is a fabu-
lous Department and a vital part of making 
sure this country remains secure in the long 
run. And it’s been a joy to work with you. 

Tonight I’m going to give a farewell ad-
dress to the American people. It’s going to 
be a short one. [Laughter] But it’s got a lot 
of meaning to it, as far as I’m concerned. 
I’m going to urge our Nation to continue to 
engage the world with confidence, con-
fidence in the transformative power of free-
dom and liberty. 

These are the ideals that gave birth to our 
own Nation, these universal ideals gave birth 
to America. And over the past 8 years, to-
gether we have worked to advance these 
ideals. And every member of this Depart-
ment can be proud of the results. 

In the Middle East, we stood with dis-
sidents and young democracies. Sometimes 
that was not easy to do, but we stood strong 
with those young democracies. We outlined 
a vision of two democratic states, Israel and 
Palestine, living side by side in peace and 
security. 

In Asia, we deepened our alliances with 
old friends, Japan and South Korea, and we 
strengthened ties with China. I’m not so sure 
if this is historically accurate, but we may be 
the only administration that has had really 
good ties with Japan, South Korea, and China 
all at the same time. 

And we opened a new historic and stra-
tegic partnership with India. 

In Europe, we expanded NATO to include 
new democracies from the Baltics to the Bal-
kans. We work in a multilateral fashion to 
deal with issues like Iran and North Korea. 

In Africa, we helped resolve old conflicts 
and formed new partnerships to confront 
hunger and disease and poverty. I’m often 
asked, you know, ‘‘How come you, from 
Texas, care about Africa?’’ And I remind peo-
ple—I’m reminded of one of my first con-
versations with Condi. And she said, ‘‘If I’m 
going to work with you, I want you to make 
sure you focus on Africa.’’ She gets a lot of 
credit for the focus on Africa. 

I also acted on this timeless belief: To 
whom much is given, much is required. We 
have been given a lot in our country. And 
it’s not only in our strategic interests that we 
deal with hunger and disease, it is in our 
moral interest that we do so as well. In the 
Western Hemisphere, we expanded trade 
and helped our fellow democracies deliver 
prosperity and social justice to their people. 
And around the world, we built a coalition 
of more than 90 nations to fight terror and 
advance the cause of freedom in the great 
ideological struggle of our time. 

In short, we’ve made our alliances strong-
er, we’ve made our Nation safer, and we have 
made the world freer. The record is a testa-
ment to all those who have served, including 
our outstanding Foreign Service officers. 
This is a profession that requires commit-
ment and sacrifice. When you volunteered 
for the Foreign Service, you agreed to put 
the needs of your country before your own 
and your family. You agreed to spend years 
away from home, and you knew that your 
service might just put you in harm’s way. 

Today we send our thoughts and prayers 
to all the men and women representing 
America in distant lands, and we pledge that 
we will never forget the brave souls who did 
not come home. 

As President, I have entrusted the Foreign 
Service with our Nation’s most critical diplo-
matic missions. I have relied on your exper-
tise, your advice, and your good judgment. 
I will always be grateful for your valor and 
your professionalism. 

Members of the Foreign Service bring this 
valor and professionalism to their work every 
single day. And there is one man who em-
bodies these qualities above all: Ambassador 
Ryan Crocker. Over the years, Ryan has 
earned many honors, including the Presi-
dential Meritorious Service Award and the 

VerDate Nov 24 2008 13:40 Jan 22, 2009 Jkt 217250 PO 00000 Frm 00042 Fmt 1244 Sfmt 1244 E:\PRESDOCS\P02JAT4.016 P02JAT4er
ow

e 
on

 P
R

O
D

1P
C

63
 w

ith
 P

R
E

S
D

O
C

S
T



73 Administration of George W. Bush, 2009 / Jan. 15 

rank of Career Ambassador. Today I have the 
privilege of honoring Ambassador Crocker 
with the highest civil award I can bestow, 
the Presidential Medal of Freedom. [Ap-
plause] Okay. It has not been bestowed yet. 
[Laughter] 

The son of an Air Force officer, Ryan 
Crocker has never been your typical dip-
lomat. For social engagements, he likes to 
tell guests, ‘‘no socks required.’’ [Laughter] 
For language training, he once spent time 
herding sheep with a desert tribe in Jordan. 
For sport, he has jogged through war zones 
and run marathons on four continents. And 
for assignments, his preference has always 
been anywhere but Washington. [Laughter] 

During his nearly four decades in the For-
eign Service, Ryan Crocker has become 
known as America’s Lawrence of Arabia. His 
career has taken him to every corner of the 
Middle East. His understanding of the region 
is unmatched. His exploits are legendary. He 
has served as ambassador to five countries. 
He has repeatedly taken on the most chal-
lenging assignments. 

The man has never run from danger. As 
a young officer during the late 1970s, Ryan 
catalogued Saddam Hussein’s murderous rise 
to power. In 1983, he survived the terrorist 
attack on the American Embassy in Lebanon. 
In 1998, as the Ambassador to Syria, he wit-
nessed an angry mob plunder his residence. 

After any one of these brushes with dan-
ger, most people would have lost their appe-
tite for adventure—not Ryan Crocker. In the 
years since September the 11th, 2001, I have 
asked Ryan to hold numerous posts on the 
frontlines of the war on terror, and he has 
stepped forward enthusiastically every time. 

When the American Embassy in Kabul re-
opened in the beginning of 2002, Ryan 
Crocker was our first envoy. When we liber-
ated Iraq and removed the thug Saddam 
Hussein from power in 2003, I sent Ryan 
to help lead the reconstruction efforts. When 
the American Embassy in Pakistan needed 
new leadership, Ryan Crocker was put in 
charge. In 2007, I asked Ryan to return for 
a final mission to Iraq as America’s Ambas-
sador. 

Two years later, Iraq is becoming a rising 
democracy, an ally in the war on terror, an 
inspiring model of freedom for people across 

the Middle East. When the story of this 
transformation is written, historians will note 
the extraordinary partnership between two 
exceptional men: General David Petraeus 
and Ambassador Ryan Crocker. As the Gen-
eral carried out a surge of military forces to 
improve security, the Ambassador led a civil-
ian surge to improve everyday life. In De-
cember, after months of intense negotiations, 
the world saw the culmination of Ambassador 
Crocker’s masterful diplomacy: two historic 
agreements for long-term cooperation be-
tween the United States and Iraq. 

This is not the first time that Ambassador 
Crocker has executed a brilliant diplomatic 
maneuver in Baghdad. During a rotation at 
the American Embassy nearly 30 years ago, 
he persuaded a young Foreign Service officer 
named Christine Barnes to be his wife. 
[Laughter] They have traveled the world to-
gether, and as Ryan prepares to retire from 
the Foreign Service, we wish the two of them 
many years of happiness. 

General Petraeus recently said this about 
his retiring colleague: ‘‘It was a great honor 
for me to be his military wingman.’’ And 
today it is my great honor to present the Pres-
idential Medal of Freedom to one of the fin-
est Foreign Service officers in American his-
tory, Ryan Clark Crocker. And now the mili-
tary aide will read the citation. 

NOTE: The President spoke at 11:14 a.m. In his 
remarks, he referred to Gen. David H. Petraeus, 
USA, commander, U.S. Central Command, in his 
former capacity as commanding general, Multi- 
National Force—Iraq. The transcript released by 
the Office of the Press Secretary also included 
the remarks of Lt. Cmdr. Clay Beers, USN, Navy 
Aide to the President. The Office of the Press 
Secretary also released a Spanish language tran-
script of these remarks. 

Statement on the U.S. Airways Plane 
Crash in New York City 
January 15, 2009 

My administration is coordinating with 
State and local officials to respond to this 
afternoon’s plane crash in New York City. 
We continue to monitor the situation. Laura 
and I are inspired by the skill and heroism 
of the flight crew, as well as the dedication 
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